With electronic markets emerging on the Internet, the travel agency has been characterized as the most endangered organization in the travel industry as potential travelers now have the opportunity to bypass intermediaries in the distribution chain. Customers are offered good opportunities for convenient and inexpensive travel bookings on the Internet, but at the same time they face many problems and limitations in this regard. This research empirically examines the issue of self-bookings in travel. It reports on a series of exploratory studies conducted in order to investigate the opportunities offered as well as the problems facing any consumer trying to make his/her own travel reservations over the Internet today, and especially the differences between high-and low-complexity bookings in this regard. Four hypotheses were uncovered that relate to the issue of the complexity of the booking task, all emanating from the intuitively realistic supposition that low-complexity travel arrangements are better suited for direct distribution over the Internet than high-complexity arrangements. Using reservation and survey data from samples of students, nearly all of which were experienced Internet users, little support was found for the hypothesized relationships.
Introduction
By any measure, travel reservations constitute one of the largest and fastest growing segments of electronic commerce (Bernstein & Awe, 1999) . The information-intensive travel services (Sheldon, 1997) undoubtedly fit extremely well with the new interactive media (McKee, 1999; Werthner & Klein, 1999) , and according to Buhalis (1999) , the Internet has always been a forerunner in the field of information technology (IT), with electronic markets starting to emerge already in the 1960s, when the major US airlines developed proprietary computerized reservation systems (CRSs) to support the exploding volume of ticket traffic (Koch, 1995) . A major limitation of these systems, which later were networked, evolving into immense multicarrier and multiproduct global distribution systems (GDSs), has been that the systems traditionally have been accessible only by travel agents, not by individual customers, resulting in a situation where the position of the intermediaries in the travel distribution chain has been remarkably strong. With the emergence of global electronic markets on the Internet, the future role of travel agencies has been widely discussed as potential travelers now have the opportunity to do business directly with producers, bypassing intermediaries in the distribution chain. Potential consumer benefits of the direct distribution opportunities include greater convenience, a greater choice of suppliers, and especially price reductions.
From the consumer's point of view, all this may sound too good to be true-and it is. Although GDSs are accessible for individual Web shoppers already today, they can still only be accessed through an intermediary travel site. Hence, opportunities for pure disintermediation are thus far only seen in bookings made through Web-based CRSs offered by individual service providers (airlines and hotels) or cooperative Internet ventures by these, such as the reservation site Orbitz.com, a high-stake effort by a large group of US airlines to give carriers a more direct line to customers. Moreover, the Web interfaces of the GDSs lack some of the services and privileges available for ticket-issuing travel agencies, who have access to special negotiated rates (Sheldon, 1997) , have ways around airline reservation systems that are technically "sold out" (Keizer, 2000) , who can make seat arrangements and enter special requests, and who use command-driven systems, which are faster than the user-friendly menu-driven systems on the Web. All this means, of course, that customers are still not competing on equal terms with travel agencies as far as bookings through the major GDSs are concerned. Furthermore, online reservation systems, where the consumer himself is responsible for planning the trip and making the arrangements, may prove to be impractical for all but the most sophisticated users due to regulatory obstacles and the complexity of international flights (Hart, 1995) . Travel is a complicated industry with a lot of rules (Cooper & Brown, 1997) , meaning that consumers may experience significant barriers to making self-bookings for complex journeys (for instance, unpackaged multidestination journeys), whereas simple travel arrangements, for instance, an airline ticket (Liebmann, 1997) , may be ideally suited to the Web.
Given these circumstances, customers today are offered good opportunities for convenient and inexpensive travel bookings, but at the same time they face many problems and limitations in this regard. This article reports on a series of exploratory studies conducted among university students in order to investigate the opportunities offered as well as the problems facing any consumer trying to make his/ her own travel reservations over the Internet today. The primary aim of the studies was to explore the differences between high-and low-complexity bookings in this regard.
The Disintermediation Hypothesis
The threatened intermediaries (or disintermediation) hypothesis, first presented by Malone, Yates, and Benjamin (1987) who used the term "electronic brokerage effect" for the phenomenon, essentially describes middlemen functions between producers and consumers being eliminated through digital networks, as manufacturers internalize activities that have been traditionally performed by intermediaries (Sarkar, Butler, & Steinfield, 1995) . With the bypass of intermediaries, which add significant costs to the value chain (Benjamin & Wigand, 1995) , a redistribution of profits along the value system will occur (Sarkar et al., 1995) , which may benefit both manufacturers and consumers. Besides such obvious advantages of e-commerce as greater convenience and a wider (global) selection of items and information, the consumer may also experience price reductions as a direct result of the redistribution of profits resulting from the disintermediation effect (Benjamin & Wigand, 1995) and more suppliers being able to compete in an electronically open marketplace.
Opposed views have, however, been presented on the disintermediation hypothesis, with Sarkar et al. (1995) arguing that the case for the elimination of intermediaries as a result of e-commerce is based SELF-BOOKING OF TRAVEL PRODUCTS 153 on questionable assumptions, concluding that more, rather than fewer, intermediaries (mainly new players named "cybermediaries") will be involved in electronic markets. Their assumptions are backed up by the results of an exploratory study by Bailey and Bakos (1997) , suggesting that the need for intermediaries is not likely to be eliminated in the near future, although some of the traditional roles of middlemen may become less important as a result of advances in IT. Instead, electronic marketplaces will more than compensate for the disintermediation phenomenon by promoting the growth of new types of electronic intermediaries (Bakos, 1998) and new versions of traditional middlemen and product distribution channels (Girishankar, 1998) . Chircu and Kauffman (1999) propose an "IDR cycle," a recurring pattern of intermediation, disintermediation, and reintermediation, arguing that traditional nontechnological middlemen will be able to reintermediate in the long run as EC-able intermediaries. According to Werthner and Klein (1999) , evidence of a reintermediation process can already be seen as traditional intermediaries adjust their service offerings to the needs and opportunities of an electronic sales channel.
Disintermediation in the Travel and Tourism Industry
The travel agency has been pointed out as the one actor in the travel distribution chain under severe pressure for quite a long time. The disintermediation threat began when advance booking started to become less necessary for many kinds of travel, and tour operators, hotels, and airlines began to suspect that the travel agent was an unnecessary overhead in the sale of their products (Young, 1973) , starting to possess physical retail outlets and to sell their products directly to travelers in order to cut out the profit margin of the travel agencies. Visions on different methods for consumer self-bookings through IT developmentsand their possible disintermediational implications-have been presented in the travel and tourism industry long before the commercial prospects of the Internet became widely known (see Bennett & Radburn, 1991; Bruce, 1991; Burkart & Medlik, 1981; Holloway, 1983; Mayhew, 1987; Middleton, 1988; Young, 1973) .
As highly information-intensive products, travelrelated offerings have been pointed out as one of the most suitable offering categories for distribution over digital networks, as all transactions and arrangements can be made online (Anckar & Walden, 2000; Byerley & Ewers, 1996; Marcussen, 1998; McCartney, 2000; Sheldon, 1997) . Consequently, it has been hypothesized that the travel distribution chain, which traditionally has been heavily dependent on intermediaries (i.e., travel agencies), will be among the first to experience the disintermediation effect on a large scale as a result of Internet commerce (see Bloch & Segev, 1997; Lewis & Talalayevsky, 1997; Oppermann, 1999; Standing, Borberly, & Vasudavan, 1999) . This vision does not necessarily always originate from a direct disintermediation threat, but from the indirect effects of by-pass opportunities on electronic markets, namely (i) the necessity to refocus and reinvent as new roles emerge for travel agencies as a result of the changing business models (Chircu & Kauffman, 1999) , and (ii) heavy commission cuts by airlines as a result of high distribution costs, opportunities to launch their own reservation services on the Internet (Cohen, 1997) , and because the work involved is much less demanding (or automated) in online bookings.
Problem Areas in Self-Bookings
Although the Internet undoubtedly has the potential to revolutionize the travel distribution chain to a much greater extent than it already has, it should, however, be noted that many hindrances to a mass-market adoption of online services in travel still exist. According to Sheldon (1997) , consumers, surprisingly, have the potential to experience more disadvantages than advantages by using online travel services. Potential consumer barriers to e-shopping may arise from several issues. Here the aim is primarily to look into different industryand product-specific problems and practical limitations associated with electronic travel bookings by individual customers. Hence, barriers such as cost of entry and use as well as security issues are not incorporated in the model, nor are they subjects of empirical investigation in this research, although the potential impact of such general consumer hindrances to e-shopping is recognized. The main issues investigated in the studies are presented in a model (Fig. 1) , which shows the potential consumer problem areas in Internet bookings, how they are interrelated, and the stages at which they may arise.
In order to make his/her own travel arrangements on the Web, a consumer must have some degree of proficiency with the Internet. Consequently, a lack of knowledge or experience with the Internet can constitute a critical barrier to business-to-consumer e-commerce not only in the travel industry, but in any industry sector. Beside, or in addition to, the limitations of the user, Internet self-bookings may be obstructed by technical problems, systems limitations, or poor Web services-including the site usability factor (the term usability comprising, as has been suggested by Rajani and Rosenberg, 1999 , aspects such as color, sound, navigation, and placement).
Due to the enormous size of the Web, locating the Web sites of the right service providers requires knowledge-or time, perseverance, and luck-especially as it is often not possible to book travel directly online or to buy the separate parts of a trip through the same supplier (Bloch, Pigneur, & Steiner, 1996) . Moreover, airline seats or hotel rooms that match the traveler's schedule or preferences are not necessarily available.
Perhaps the most significant consumer benefit of online travel booking is the possibility for price reductions. However, a potential traveler with a limited knowledge of the travel industry (low-fare booking strategies, rules and restrictions, etc.) may have problems getting an acceptable fare, a realistic and convenient itinerary, or a refund if the ticket is not used or even if the flight is cancelled (Keizer, 2000) . It should be noted that the traditional, intermediary approach of contacting a travel agent may still be cheaper than booking online for a number of reasons: (i) special fares with restrictions are not always advertised on the online travel sites (Harris, 1997); (ii) travel agencies have ways around airline reservation systems that are technically "sold out" (Keizer, 2000) ; (iii) the consumer will not have access to travel agent-negotiated rates (Sheldon, 1997) ; and (iv) multilegged journeys typically carry outrageously high prices on the Web, because online fare finders tend to assemble these trips by piecing together one-way tickets, which are always more expensive than round-trip fares (Keizer, 2000) . Travel agencies may, on the other hand, be biased by halo effects (cf. Sheldon, 1997) , promoting their parent organizations or a few operators who pay them override commissions. This may, in turn, negatively affect the prices offered by the intermediaries. A journey consists of many problematic elements that an inexperienced traveler may not consider. For instance, what is the minimum time needed to pass in transit at different international airports? Consequently, online reservations may, as has been pointed out by Hart (1995) , prove to be impractical for all but the most sophisticated users (and experienced travelers) due to regulatory obstacles and the complexity of international flights and CRS systems. This presumption is supported by Chircu and Kauffman (2000) , who report that many companies using online reservation systems have documented great knowledge barriers in the case of complex travel arrangements, as reservation making in international markets is very complicated. According to Sheldon (1997) , the lack of travel agent expertise and advice is one of the greatest consumer disadvantages of electronic travel distribution.
The rich supply of service providers may trigger uncertainty barriers, especially for inexperienced travelers: How is he/she to know if the service providers/fares/itineraries found are the most reliable/ inexpensive/convenient? As price comparisons can only be made among located service providers, the feeling that "there may still be better options available, but I can't seem to find them" can be an impediment to shopping on the Web. Furthermore, making price comparisons is no doubt a time-consuming task, especially considering all kinds of registration and customer profiling procedures, as well as multiple parameter inputs that are required at different sites. As a result, the online booking process may involve great direct or indirect search cost (Lewis & Talalayevsky, 1997; Sheldon, 1997; Fodness & Murray, 1999; Keizer, 2000) .
The Distinction Between High-and Low-Complexity Travel Arrangements
As is illustrated in Figure 1 , some of the suggested problem areas are likely to be intensified in complicated self-bookings. Hodgson (1987) distinguishes between "high-advice" and "low-advice" travel products, stating that low-advice products, such as simple ticket transactions, can be supplied by technology, whereas holidays, rather like business trips abroad, are high-advice products requiring an emotional involvement that can only come via face-toface contacts. And indeed, in spite of the high advisory environment offered by the Internet, the distinction between high-and low-complexity travel may remain highly relevant in e-commerce settings, where it has been hypothesized that consumers may experience significant barriers to making self-bookings for complex journeys whereas simple travel arrangements may be ideally suited to the Web.
The distinction between high-and low-complexity travel arrangements is stressed in most discussions on consumer adoption of online reservation systems, the point as a rule being that the Internet is likely to become the primary distribution channel for "simple" journeys (commodities) such as routine business flights (Liebmann, 1997; OECD, 1999; Werthner & Klein, 1999) , whereas the role of travel agents will remain important in high-complexity travel (for instance, unpackaged multidestination journeys), which require specialized knowledge and arrangements (Lewis & Talalayevsky, 1997; Turban, Lee, King, & Chung, 1999; Werthner & Klein, 1999) .
According to Martin (1999) , the commoditization of some products, including travel, is the logical implication of the future, as the Net environment turns the value proposition for the creation, distribution, and sale of products on its head. However, considering the composite nature of the tourist product, which is an amalgam of what the tourist does at the destination and of the services he uses to make it possible (Burkart & Medlik, 1981) , the statement should essentially be regarded as a generalization: The tourist product may comprise a great range and variety of services, each of which can be more or less demanding to coordinate and book, meaning that a commoditization of travel, as a general term, is unlikely to occur in the future. For simple travel arrangements, however, such a vision seems more realistic.
Although it could be argued that the degree of complexity of a specific travel arrangement is determined, to a great extent, by the self-booker's travel experience, his proficiency with the Internet, the site and reservation system functionality and usability, as well as chance (availability), some rules of thumb can still be identified. Table 1 presents the opposite poles of some journey characteristics that may be associated with high-and low-complexity travel arrangements, respectively. According to Burkart and Medlik (1981) , "the simplest form of reservations system is one person with a single list of available units, as will be the case in a small hotel or a small car hire company. Reservation procedures become complex as soon as there are two or more persons with two or more lists, as the harmonization of several booking lists becomes necessary" (p. 207).
Interesting cases are the inclusive tours, which must be considered very low in complexity despite the fact that they are characterized by a product depth that is by no means insignificant. The reasons for this are twofold. First, all the elements of the holiday (and the coordination of these) are brought together by the tour operator. Second, online shopping of packaged tours usually does not involve access to the immense and complicated GDSs, although many tour operators also place their inventory on the GDS as a way of facilitating travel agent bookings (Sheldon, 1997) . Instead, package holidays are typically purchased directly from the Web sites of domestic tour operators, meaning that the distribution channel is a proprietary CRS rather than a GDS Web interface.
High-vs. Low-Complexity Internet Bookings: Exploratory Findings

Methodology
To investigate the opportunities offered as well as the problems facing any consumer trying to make his/her own travel reservations over the Internet, and especially the differences between high-and lowcomplexity bookings in this regard, a series of exploratory studies was conducted from December 1998 until April 2000 among Finnish university students attending intermediate or high-level courses on electronic commerce. Four different studies were conducted, all of which were divided into two parts: (i) a quotation competition in which the students were to act as travel agents, submitting an offer of a journey according to some given specifications; no student or regular customer discounts were allowed; (ii) a questionnaire, in which the perceived problems in the task were investigated by presenting some statements to which the respondents were to express the magnitude of their agreement on a 5-point Likert scale. Because the conducted studies were designed somewhat differently, a more detailed discussion of the sample characteristics, experiment designs, and the data analysis procedures is provided in the following sections.
High-Complexity Arrangements
In the initial study, 24 university students attending an intermediary-level course were instructed to book a round-trip from Turku, Finland to Maui, Hawaii for two persons. The students were allowed to use their own judgement when planning the route. However, some strict demands were set:
• Bookings comprising more than eight intermediate landings during the journey (there and back) were considered unacceptable.
• None of the intermediate landings was to last longer than 5 hours-with one exception: the travelers wanted to rest by putting up at a hotel for 1 night on both routes.
• All accommodation facilities (two single rooms) were to be high class (the students were given detailed instructions).
• An offer of a 1-day excursion to the neighbor Island of Kauai was to be included in the offer.
Nearly all of the 24 students (17 males, 7 females) making up the sample considered themselves to be proficient Internet users when the task was announced. Most respondents (95.7%) reported that they visit the Internet every day or several times a week. The study was conducted as an uncontrolled experiment: the students were given 14 days to com- Independent travel *The enhancement of and/or extensions of the options available for a specific holiday, such as the inclusion of (accommodation), car hire, excursion and insurance services (Bennett & Radburn, 1991) .
plete the task under clear instructions that all bookings were to be made over the Internet. Hence, they were not allowed to pay a visit to a travel agency nor to contact one by phone or fax. However, sending e-mails to Web-based travel agencies was fully acceptable, but this possibility was deliberately not emphasized when the students received their instructions, as an interesting aspect of the task was to see which approach the students would consider and choose. Due to nature of this journey (cf. Table 1 ), as well as the strict demands set, the task has to be regarded as high in complexity. The results of the task, which was completed by 23 of 24 students, were surprising: The price difference between the highest offer (• 17,130.60 ) and the lowest (• 5081.50) was as much as • 12,049.20, or 337.2%. The mean offered price was • 9954.20 (note: the offers are a sum of the two travelers' total travel arrangements). Fourteen of the 23 bookings (60.9%) were incomplete (lacking some component of the journey) or booked incorrectly. Moreover, many proposed itineraries were highly inconvenient, reflecting the inexperience of the students as travel counselors and indicating a lack of knowledge on certain fundamental issues in the travel and tourism industry. The customer service offered by the contacted Web-based travel agencies was extremely poor: e-mails were sent out to travel agencies by 8 of the 23 students. On an average, each of these 8 students sent 4 e-mails, only 57% of which were answered. The average response time was 87 hours.
The ratings on the booking impediments can be seen in Table 2 . The greatest impediments to the bookings were cited as: (i) the task being time consuming (the average time spent on the task was 6.4 hours, the median value being 5 hours); (ii) the students' limited knowledge of the travel industry and its pricing principles; (iii) the usability of the service providers' Web sites. Although not a direct booking impediment, the students also experienced problems in making price comparisons among the service providers.
Hypotheses
In the booking task presented above, the level of difficulty was set high on purpose, bearing in mind the complexity of the travel industry, especially as multidestination journeys are gaining in popularity and as many people have become more experienced and confident travelers demanding a more varied, more flexible type of holiday (Connell, 1996) . An intuitively realistic supposition is that the results of the study were heavily influenced by the difficulty of the task. Hence, four hypotheses were uncovered-partly based on the initial exploratory studythat relate to the issue of the complexity of the booking task. These hypotheses were tested in three follow-up exploratory studies, in which students were instructed to submit offers on three different journeys, all of which were considered to be rather low in complexity (following the characteristics of high-and low-complexity travel arrangements presented in Table 1 ). When comparing the results of these low-complexity bookings to the results of the initial study (the complex booking task), the following hypotheses were expected to be supported: 
H1:
Fewer journeys are booked incorrectly in lowcomplexity bookings than in high-complexity bookings. H2: Self-bookers perceive low-complexity bookings as less problematic than high-complexity bookings. H3: The problems perceived by the bookers in the reservation process differ between high-and low-complexity bookings. H4: The variations in price of the offered fares are less significant in low-complexity than in highcomplexity bookings.
Low-Complexity Arrangements
The follow-up studies, which involved booking tasks classified as rather straightforward, were conducted in the same manner as the initial experiment described above, but with some modifications. First, all of the three tasks were completed as controlled classroom experiments, meaning that the students had to accomplish the task within the time limits set; task I was to be completed in a maximum of 35 minutes, tasks II and III in 45 minutes each. These time limits were set in order to see whether the students would be able to complete the task within a time span that is approximately equivalent to what a professional travel agent might, at the most, spend on a similar task, and to avoid a situation where the results would be heavily influenced by the time spent on the task. Second, only an online booking approach was accepted, as the aim of the studies was specifically to investigate the opportunities and problems associated with self-bookings, and as receiving replies to inquiries sent to Web-based travel agencies by e-mail would have been impossible within the time limits set.
Booking Experiment I.
Sample and Task. The first follow-up study was conducted in November 1999. The sample consisted of 39 students (34 males, 5 females), a majority of which (55.3%) considered themselves to be proficient or highly proficient Internet users: 89.7% of the students reported that they visit the Internet every day or several times a week; 71% reported that they had made purchases over the Internet prior to the experiment. The students were instructed to submit an offer of a round-trip flight from Frankfurt, Germany to London, UK (any airport) for one person. The traveler was to set out on the journey on April 4th in the morning and return on April 13th in the evening. According to the instructions given, no accommodation was needed.
Results. Of the sample of 39 students, 31 (79.5%) completed the task. The average price offered was • 577.90. The best student offer was • 248.20 (a result achieved by 7 students), whereas the highest quotation amounted to • 800.40, a price that is 322.5% higher than the lowest bid. The greatest booking impediment was cited as the task being time consuming. The average time spent on the task was 30 minutes, the median value being 35 minutes, the maximum time allowed. On an average, the students visited 6.7 different service providers, the median value being 5. Almost half of the respondents (48.7%) agreed that their limited knowledge of the travel industry constituted an impediment to performing the task, with an equal number acknowledging the difficulty of making price comparisons among service providers. About one third of the students (38.4%) perceived the usability of the service providers' Web sites as a problematic element (Table 3) .
Booking Experiment II.
Sample and Task. The second experiment also took place in November 1999. The sample was exactly the same as in task I. This time, the students were instructed to submit an offer of a round-trip holiday journey to the Island of Gran Canaria, Spain (any resort), for one person. The point of departure was Helsinki, Finland. The journey was to take place within the month of July 2000, meaning that the travel dates were rather flexible. According to the instructions given, the traveler wanted to stay at the destination for 1 week (7 nights). The students were instructed to book a room at a three-to four-star class hotel for the entire stay.
Results. Surprisingly enough, only 13 of the 39 students (33.3%) managed to submit offers complying with all the specifications given; 42.5% of the students did not complete the task at all. The average price offered was • 1447.60. The best student offer was • 487.40, whereas the highest quotation amounted to • 2951.90, a price that is 605.6% higher than the lowest bid. On an average, the students con-tacted 10.2 different service providers during the experiment, the median value being 10. Again, the time-consuming nature of the task was cited as the greatest booking impediment. The average time spent on the task was 42 minutes, but a total of 30 students (76.9%) spent 45 minutes on the task (the maximum time allowed). Making price comparisons among the different service providers was perceived as problematic by 21 respondents (53.8%). A total of 18 students (46.2%) felt that their limited knowledge of the travel industry was a booking impediment (Table 4) .
Booking Experiment III.
Sample and Task. The third study was conducted in April 2000. The sample consisted of 21 students (19 males, 2 females) attending an advanced-level course. A majority of the students (66.7%) considered themselves to be proficient or highly proficient Internet users. All of the students reported that they visit the Internet every day (76%) or several times a week (24%); 86% of the students reported that they had made purchases over the Internet prior to the experiment. The students were instructed to submit an offer of a round-trip flight from Turku, Finland to Toulouse, France for one person. No student or regular customer discounts were allowed. The traveler was to set out on the journey on June 7th in the morning to arrive in Toulouse before 6 p.m. the same day. According to the instructions given, the return flight was to depart from Toulouse no earlier than 1 p.m. on June 11th. The traveler wanted to be back in Turku before midnight the same day. Intermediary landings that last more than 2 hours were considered unacceptable. No accommodation reservations were to be made.
Results. Of the sample of 21 students, 19 (90.5%) completed the task. However, 7 bookings were not made according to the specifications given, resulting in an acceptable booking rate of 57%. The average price offered was • 763.40. The best student of- Median and mean score values: 5 = strongly agree, 4 = agree, 3 = neutral, 2 = disagree, 1 = strongly disagree. fer was • 496.20, whereas the highest quotation amounted to • 1883.70, a price that is 379.6% higher than the lowest bid. On an average, the students visited 7 different service providers' Web sites during the experiment, the median value being 5. One student reported that he visited as many as 25 different sites. Two thirds (66.7%) of the students perceived problems in making price comparisons among the different service providers. Once again, the timeconsuming nature of the task was reported to be a significant booking impediment (see Table 5 ). The average time spent on the task was 41 minutes, the median being 45 minutes (the maximum time allowed). Only 4 students (20%) managed to accomplish the task in less than 40 minutes.
Hypotheses Testing
Hypothesis 1
When analyzing the correctness of the submitted quotations, it was, as stated in hypothesis 1, expected that fewer journeys would be booked incorrectly in the low-complexity bookings than in the high-complexity booking task. In order to find out whether the difference in proportion of incorrect bookings between high-and low-complexity tasks is statistically significant, the Z-test for differences of proportions was used. In this test, the percentage of incorrect bookings in the high-complexity task (A) was compared with the percentage of incorrect bookings for the lowcomplexity tasks (I-III) combined (the mean). As can be seen in Table 6 , the null hypothesis cannot be rejected at the 0.05 level, as the calculated Z-value (1.5097) is less than the critical value (1.645).
Due to the exceptionally poor student results in the low-complexity booking task II (the journey to Gran Canaria), the Z-value was also calculated leaving out the results of this task (i.e., comparing task A with the combined value of tasks I and III). It is worth noting that the results of this test would have caused a rejection of the null hypothesis, with the Zvalue significant at the 0.01 level.
Hypothesis 2
When analyzing the perceived problems in the booking tasks, it was, as stated in hypothesis 2, ex- Median and mean score values: 5 = strongly agree, 4 = agree, 3 = neutral, 2 = disagree, 1 = strongly disagree. pected that the students would perceive the low-complexity bookings as less problematic than the highcomplexity booking. To test this hypothesis, a new variable, "aggregate problem value," was computed for each booking task from the aggregate mean value of the different problem areas measured (see Tables  2-5 ). As shown in Table 7 , the analysis of variance showed significant differences in the aggregate mean values for the different booking tasks. In order to find out whether the high-complexity task (A) mean value is different from the lowcomplexity (I-III) mean values, the Scheffé post hoc test was conducted. The test indicated (Table  8 ) that the variation in the variable aggregate problem value is not significant between the high-complexity task (A) and the low-complexity tasks (I-III). The null hypothesis thus cannot be rejected. It is, however, worth noting the significant variation between the low-complexity booking tasks I and II.
Hypothesis 3
When analyzing the problems perceived by the bookers during the tasks, it was, as stated in hypothesis 3, expected that the perceived problems areas would differ between high-and low-complexity bookings. In order to test this hypothesis, the t-test was conducted to compare the mean values of all the suggested problem areas for the high-complexity task with the mean values for the corresponding problem areas in the low-complexity booking tasks when seen as an entirety (tasks I, II, and III combined). The test showed no evidence to support the hypothesis that the perceived problem areas differ between high-and low-complexity bookings. The null hypothesis thus cannot be rejected.
As was stated above, the students' results in lowcomplexity booking task II (the journey to Gran Canaria) were exceptionally poor. Hence, the t-value was also calculated leaving out the results of this 
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ANCKAR AND WALDEN task. It is worth noting that this calculation reported the variable "time-consuming task" showing significant differences between the high-and low-complexity tasks.
Hypothesis 4
As stated in hypothesis 4, an analysis of the variations in price of the offered fares was expected to report less significant variations in low-complexity bookings than in high-complexity bookings. In order to find out whether the difference is statistically significant, the coefficient of variation (CV) was calculated for each booking task, using the transformation for small samples (CV´) due to the small sample size. The t-values were calculated based on the CV´ (see the Appendix), comparing the highcomplexity task with the combined value of the lowcomplexity tasks (I-III). As can be seen in Table 9 , the null hypothesis cannot be rejected at the 0.05 level, meaning that there is no evidence supporting the assumption that the variations in price would differ between high-and low-complexity bookings. Again, the t-value was also calculated leaving out the results of booking task II (the journey to Gran Canaria), but the null hypothesis cannot be rejected even when excluding this task.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to empirically explore the opportunities offered as well as the intensity of the problems facing any consumer trying to make his/her own travel reservations over the Internet today, and especially to investigate the differences between high-and low-complexity bookings in this regard. Contrary to what was expected, the results did not support any of the hypothesized relationships by indicating that low-complexity online travel arrangements would be less problematic than highcomplexity arrangements from the consumer's perspective. Hence, no evidence was found for the intuitively realistic supposition that simple travel arrangements are better suited for direct distribution over the Internet than complex arrangements.
It is, however, important to note that one of the null hypotheses would have been rejected if the booking assignment II, the journey to Gran Canaria, had been disregarded. Based on (i) the high variation in price of the offers, (ii) the aggregate problem value, and (iii) the great many student bookings that were incorrect or incomplete, it seems, surprisingly enough, to be the case that this specific low-complexity task was perceived by the students as even more difficult than the complex multidestination journey to Maui. A plausible reason for this lies in the fact that only 4 students (19%) submitted offers of a packaged tour, which is by far the most effortless and inexpensive booking strategy for a journey of this type. Although package holidays are distributed differently from individual travel arrangements, the fact that tour operators own brands well known in the tourism sector (Werthner & Klein, 1999) would suggest that the students should not, rationally, have experienced problems locating Web sites of tour operators, and hence to book a holiday package. Nevertheless, the survey results (cf. Tables 2-5) clearly indicate that the students met with problems in this regard. Although packaged tours from Finland to Gran Canaria are not widely available in the summertime, several tour operators did offer tours meeting the task requirements on their Web sites. Yet, the preferred approach to completing the task was to submit an offer of an independent tour, with subsequent difficulties to obtain an inexpensive offer and available flights (or hotel rooms). Naturally, with this booking strategy, the task cannot be considered as equally low in complexity as when purchasing a packaged tour. It can be argued that the preferred booking approach by the majority of the sample confirms the fact that the students' knowledge of the travel and tourism industry was limited, perhaps even more limited than the survey results indicate. According to Miller (1999) , direct bookings create tremendous savings in time, as (business) travelers no longer need to spend a lot of time on the telephone talking with travel agents. Based not only on intuitive reasoning, but also on the results of all four booking tasks, such statements must be called in question as the most significant problem area in Internet bookings seems to be the time-consuming nature of the task and the (subsequent) difficulty to compare prices. As could be expected, other significant problem areas arise from the self-bookers' limited knowledge of the travel industry (among other things, the pricing principles).
One of the generally stated consumer benefits of e-commerce-and one arguing in favor of the disintermediation hypothesis-is the promise of lower consumer prices. The results of these studies, however, do not support this assumption due to the great range of variation in the offers and the high average prices. As is pointed out by Burke and Resnick (2000) , "Buy direct from the factory and save money" may be good advice for some types of products, but it is generally not true for travel products. In fact, the opposite is often the case, as customers who purchase through intermediaries can take advantage of block purchases and bulk discounts. Moreover, most online booking sites on the Web are, in fact, provided by (invisible) middlemen, who charge a fee for their services although the customer does the work. With the heavy reductions in travel agency commissions in the last few years, the potential cost savings by avoiding agency fees do not seem to be in line with the direct and indirect search costs the online approach implies. In addition, the time-consuming nature of the tasks and the great many student bookings that were incorrect, incomplete, or inconvenient certainly gave some indications that some assistance would have been needed during the booking process even for the low-complexity travel arrangements. Reasonably, this assistance would have been given by physical or Webbased travel agencies, and as a matter of fact, an overwhelming majority of the respondents in the student samples reported that they are likely to make use of online booking possibilities when making travel arrangements in the future, but that they intend to contact (Web-based) travel agencies in order to compare their offers with the online fares.
The surprising results of this study suggested that the four intuitively realistic research hypotheses actually may be seen as four myths about online bookings. Given these barriers to self-bookings, it can be hypothesized that the next step in the travel industry will be the development of software agents that assist consumers in making their travel reservations on the Web by accomplish specialized tasks on behalf of the consumer with a high degree of autonomy (see Anckar, Olofsson, & Walden, 2001 ). These agents may, as consumer-initiated electronic intermediaries, come to play an important role in the electronic travel marketplace-especially in the field of mobile commerce-by locating information corresponding to consumers' interests and reducing the time spent on the task.
Limitations and Directions for Future Research
Although just exploratory in character, this study is a potentially important one as it not only confirms the existence of practical and product-specific barriers to self-bookings in travel, but also highlights the fact that these barriers seem to be striking even among experienced Internet users. However, care should be taken, not to overgeneralize from these findings due to the many and obvious limitations of the research: (i) the convenience sample of respondents must be acknowledged, as must the (ii) relatively small sample size, (iii) the differences in experiment designs (both uncontrolled and controlled experiments), and (iv) the time span between the different studies. Furthermore, it should be pointed out that (v) the level of complexity of the different booking tasks was established conceptually, being founded on some journey characteristics that were identified as being associated with high-and lowcomplexity travel arrangements, respectively. Hence, the assumed complexity levels do not reflect the students' opinions. Finally, (vi) the research design does not allow us to consider potential learning effects, which may significantly reduce the intensity of booking impediments for self-bookers as they become more familiar with the process. It should be noted that the students in the samples possess an Internet proficiency that by far exceeds that of the average consumer, but on the other hand are likely to be rather inexperienced as travelers, meaning that there are both pros and cons in the approach. More empirical studies with larger and more representative samples are certainly needed to investigate these issues further, as they have implications on the plausibility of the disintermediation hypothesis. In order to address the potential effect of the learning factor, future studies should be conducted as repeat or multitask experiments. 
